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merit and extension of the Library and Reading Room." And in
1894, it is said owing to the chance presence at a Board Meeting
of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir William Vernon Harcourt,
the Government had taken the important step (under the Act 57
& 58 Viet. c. 34) of buying from the Duke of Bedford the
whole of the rest of the island site, reaching on the South-West to
Great Russell Street, on the West to Bloomsbury Street and Bedford
Square, on the North to Montague Place, and on the East to Mon-
tague Street, thus providing sites for any further expansions of the
Museum buildings that could possibly be foreseen. 3 But the South
African War was in progress, and the country, having no recent expe-
rience of what wars could cost, felt poor; money was not to be had.
A Bill was accordingly brought into Parliament against the Trustees'
wish, which was designed to solve their problem and the Treasury's,
not by increasing house-room but by diminishing the possessions to
be housed. This Bill provided that the Trustees might be authorized
to transfer their files of local newspapers or other material, of dates
not earlier than 1837, to the charge of boroughs or counties in Eng-
land and Scotland, and might destroy any valueless material, whether
duplicate or not, not earlier than 1660.
Excellent service was done by the late Sir Sidney Lee, who by a
letter to The Times of 5th May, 1900, called the attention of
Parliament and the student public to the dangers of such liberty to
disperse and destroy. Various members of Parliament and many writers
in the press toolc the matter up. There was little prospect that
many local authorities would accept the files of newspapers, of which
many would be duplicates, and which would, if refused, presumably
join the classes of printed matter to be destroyed; while even if
accepted they would be far less accessible to students than if assembled
in one place. And no historical student could view calmly a proposal
to give such wide discretion to destroy the small pieces which become
so valuable by lapse of time. The storm rose, in spite of the pre-
occupations of the war in South Africa, till John Morley, himself a
Trustee, who had charge of the Bill, withdrew it.
The only alternative was to build. The Treasury naturally shrank
from so soon using any of the land provided fQr future needs and